University of New Mexico

UNM Digital Repository
NotiCen

Latin America Digital Beat (LADB)

4-29-1987

El Salvador & Costa Rica Request U.S. Measures
To Reduce Destabilizing Effects Of New
Immigration Legislation
Deborah Tyroler

Follow this and additional works at: https://digitalrepository.unm.edu/noticen
Recommended Citation
Tyroler, Deborah. "El Salvador & Costa Rica Request U.S. Measures To Reduce Destabilizing Effects Of New Immigration
Legislation." (1987). https://digitalrepository.unm.edu/noticen/598

This Article is brought to you for free and open access by the Latin America Digital Beat (LADB) at UNM Digital Repository. It has been accepted for
inclusion in NotiCen by an authorized administrator of UNM Digital Repository. For more information, please contact amywinter@unm.edu.

LADB Article Id: 076747
ISSN: 1089-1560

El Salvador &amp; Costa Rica Request U.S. Measures
To Reduce Destabilizing Effects Of New Immigration
Legislation
by Deborah Tyroler
Category/Department: General
Published: Wednesday, April 29, 1987
In recent weeks, both the Costa Rican and Salvadoran governments have sought US assistance
in dealing with a wave of returning immigrants which they fear will exacerbate political and
economic instability in the region. In a letter dated April 10 to President Reagan, Salvadoran
head of state Jose Napoleon Duarte requested an exception under the new US immigration law
so that illegal immigrants in the US will be allowed to remain temporarily to ease the financial
burden on his country. Many US and Central American officials agree that if only a fraction of
the Salvadorans believed to be residing in the United States illegally are forced to return, serious
consequences are expected. The Salvadoran population numbers about 5 million in a territory the
size of Massachusetts. On April 26, the NEW YORK TIMES published excerpts of Duarte's letter,
which has not been released publicly. In the letter, the Salvadoran president said his government
estimates that between 400,000 and 600,000 Salvadorans have entered the US illegally since January
1982. Salvadoran Charge d'Affaires Alfredo Milian confirmed the content of the letter as published
in the TIMES. Milian told the WASHINGTON POST (04/28/87), "We have not received a reply, but
we know he is giving the letter serious attention," adding that the request for "extended voluntary
departure" under the US law was supported by groups employing Salvadorans in the United States,
by the Roman Catholic Church, and by human rights groups. According to the TIMES (04/26/87),
key State Department officials, who have opposed efforts by liberal congressmen to suspend the
deportation of Salvadorans, now support Duarte's request. But Attorney General Edwin Meese is
expected to oppose it, and Sen. Alan K. Simpson (R-WY), who brought the new immigration bill
through Congress said he would resist Duarte's request. Salvadoran officials have pointed out
that the estimated number of Salvadorans entering the US illegally since January 1982 account for
about 10% of the Salvadoran population. In his letter to Reagan, President Duarte said his country
was experiencing "a severe economic crisis" because of the civil war and the earthquake that left
300,000 people homeless last October. The return of Salvadorans in the United States "would reduce
drastically the amount of money received by poor Salvadoran people in remittances from relatives
now working in the US," he added. Next, Duarte wrote that his government estimates the total value
of remittances at between $350 million to $600 million annually, and "is thus larger than the US
government's assistance to El Salvador." Further, "The enormous cost of the war, the destruction
the guerrillas have caused, the reduction of our sugar exports, the loss of the cotton market and the
plummeting of coffee prices all bode ill for the Salvadoran economy in the coming year. To eliminate
remittances from the US would be yet another blow that seems counterproductive to our joint aims
of denying Central America to Marxist-Leninist regimes." In the past two weeks three groups of
high-ranking Salvadoran officials have visited Washington to discuss the problem. Recently, a
delegation of Salvadoran legislators met with US counterparts and officials of the State Department
and Immigration and Naturalization Service. The Salvadorans asked about rumors that hundreds
of thousands of refugees would be deported when the new immigration law's employer sanctions
take effect in May. A State Department official informed the POST and other media that, "We told
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them mass deportations are not in the cards." The new law provides sanctions for employers who
hire immigrants who arrived here illegally after January 1, 1982. Those who arrived earlier may
apply for residence visas under an amnesty provision. "We do not anticipate mass deportations, or
mass roundups," said INS spokesman Verne Jervis. It is expected, he added, that when employers
refuse to hire immigrants without the correct documents, the immigrants will be forced to leave
the United States. Patricia Weiss Fagen of the Refugee Policy Group, told the POST that at least
500,000 Salvadorans forced from their homes by the civil war are living in refugee camps. One
small effort to alleviate the problem of finding homes for displaced Salvadorans is a proposal by
the Intergovernmental Committee for Migration to relocate 100 Salvadoran families in each of
the Argentine provinces of Salta and Jujuy. But, Salvadoran Ambassador Ernesto Rivas Gallont
said, "If [even] 100,000 are going to return, 100 families is very few." Fagen asserted that displaced
Salvadorans and Nicaraguans are "everywhere in Central America...Where do they go? Costa
Rica can't take any more. Honduras doesn't want any more. "There is a strong national-interest
reason (in the United States) for not sending Salvadorans back," she added. "It could destabilize the
region." With fighting in El Salvador, Nicaragua, and to a lesser extent in Guatemala, and economic
hardship everywhere, the number of Central Americans fleeing their homes has been growing
steadily since 1979. For instance, Costa Rican Ambassador Guido Fernandez said his country is
under pressure from about 120,000 Nicaraguan refugees and political exiles who have arrived
there in the past four years because of the conflict between the Sandinista government and the
contras. Many of the Nicaraguans who migrated to the US because they oppose the Sandinistas, or
to escape the war, might be expected to seek a home in Costa Rica. Fernandez said the Nicaraguan
refugees already residing in Costa Rica have strained the country's health and education systems
and aggravated unemployment. Ambassadors Rivas Gallont and Fernandez said their governments
believe the United States has a responsibility to ease the burden that may be caused by returning
immigrants. The POST reported that Rivas Gallont said he told Assistant Secretary of State Elliott
Abrams that if the immigrants "return in massive numbers from the United States, the United
States will have to increase the programs of economic assistance. It's very logical." Fernandez said
the money Costa Rica receives from the U.N. High Commissioner for Refugees is not sufficient.
He argued that the United States should help because it "is partly responsible for creating the
conditions" that caused Nicaraguans to flee to Costa Rica and the United States. Many Salvadorans
and Nicaraguans living here are afraid to return to their countries because they fear reprisals
from governments they see as hostile to them. But very few have been granted political asylum,
because Washington contends that almost all have come to the US for economic reasons rather
than because of political persecution. Members of Congress and human rights advocates assert
the hundreds of civilians have been killed by security forces and death squads. Duarte claims the
human rights situation has improved, and that it "does not justify the granting of political asylum
by the US to Salvadoran illegals." Asylum is available to aliens who can show "a well-founded fear
of persecution." Duarte urged Reagan to let Salvadorans remain in the US by giving them a special
status known as "extended voluntary departure." This dispensation has been granted to people
from Afghanistan and Poland and, on a more limited basis, to Ethiopians. Bills to defer deportation
of Salvadorans and Nicaraguans have been introduced by Rep. Joe Moakley of Massachusetts,
and Sen. Dennis DeConcini of Arizona. Moakley said the position of the Salvadoran government
might help his bill to pass. Elliott Abrams said it was "utterly fallacious" to suggest that Salvadorans
returning from the US would be killed or persecuted. But he has emerged as a leading supporter of
Duarte's request because of his concern about the Salvadoran economy. Sen. Simpson said that if
the US extended a reprieve to Salvadorans, people from Haiti, the Dominican Republic and other
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countries would demand similar treatment. "I can't imagine a more illogical step than for members
of this administration, which fought the Sanctuary movement tooth and nail, to embrace the
request from Duarte." Gregory J. Leo, a spokesman for the Immigration and Naturalization Service,
said, "We are against extended voluntary departure for Salvadorans." A confidential draft report
prepared by the Government Accounting Office (GAO) stated that, "Human rights abuses in El
Salvador are still occurring, although with less frequency." Based on available information, said the
GAO, it is impossible to determine the "extent of problems" experienced by Salvadorans returning
to their homeland. The Reagan administration describes El Salvador as a "developing democracy"
in which the government respects "the rights of free speech, press, association, and assembly."
The GAO agreed that "the number of civilian deaths attributable to political violence had declined
markedly." But the GAO also said that 70 returning Salvadorans had reported problems related to
their "personal security." Such problems could result from either violence or persecution, said the
report.

-- End --
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